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JIM  LUTES 


Introduction 

The  Illinois  State  Museum  proudly  presents  the  first  installment  of  the  new  program 
entitled  "FOCI",  (Forms  of  Contemporary  Illinois).  We  are  delighted  to  present  the  paintings 
of  Jim  Lutes  in  his  first  solo  exhibition  outside  the  gallery  setting.  "FOCI"  has  been  designed 
as  a  forum  for  art  work  which  is  absolutely  current.  Each  solo  exhibition  will  focus  on  a  con¬ 
temporary  Illinois  artist  with  a  particular  and  significant  approach  to  art  making. 

In  today's  art  world  we  live  in  an  age  of  "stylistic  plenitude",  according  to  art  critic 
Donald  Kuspit,  where  "just  about  anything  goes",  while  art  movements  seemingly  come  and 
go  overnight.  "FOCI"  will  explore  the  diverse  range  of  approaches  that  now  exist  in  the  field 
of  contemporary  art,  by  presenting  three  widely  divergent  solo  shows  anually.  By  choosing 
artists  who's  work  represents  a  key  element  of  this  "pluralist  art  picture",  whether  a  focus  on  a 
stylistic  trend,  (eg.,  "Neo-Geo",  or  "Simulationist"),  or  an  aesthetic  posture  which  exemplifies 
an  artistic  direction,  (eg.,  spiritual  vs.  non-spiritual  abstraction)  or  issues  currently  impacting 
the  dialog  of  the  artistic  community  of  the  State,  (eg.,  censorship,  racism),  "FOCI"  will  help 
you  "keep  a  finger  on  the  pulse"  of  the  art  world  of  Illinois. 


1  am  often  asked  why  I  choose  the  subject  matter  !  do,  and  the  answer  is  that  I  don’t  —  it 
heems  to  choose  me.  This  question  is  usually  asked  by  those  who  miss  the  humor  in  my 
work.  I  can  only  paint  that  which  I  know  firsthand,  so,  until  life  becomes  an  endless  series  of 
sunny  days  in  a  perfect  world,  expect  more  of  the  same.  —Jim  Lutes. 


Jim  Lutes:  Firsthand 

Jim  Lutes  depicts  the  gritty  reality  of  urban  decay.  Positioning  himself  at  the  center  of  his 
work,  the  subject  matter  ranges  from  a  personal  investigation  of  the  destructive  effects  of 
overconsumption,  vice,  and  obsession  to  contrasting  memories  of  his  more  innocent  youth. 
He  travels  the  distance  between  exterior  "everyday"  reality  to  that  inner  realm  of  the  mind  at 
work,  bringing  to  the  surface  of  his  canvases  a  "representation"  of  what's  going  on  "inside" 
the  artist.  His  highly  personal  and  idiosyncratic  images  pose  questions  which  force  us  to  look 
at  ourselves. 

Lutes  was  introduced  early  to  the  conflict  between  need  and  desire  (a  primary  recurrent 
theme  in  his  paintings)  and  the  fact  that  oftentimes  things  are  not  what  they  appear  to  be  on 
the  surface.  He  was  born  and  raised  in  southeastern  Washington  in  the  city  of  Richland,  a 
town  like  countless  other  small  towns  in  its  dependency  on  a  single  industry  which  employed 
most  of  its  residents.  The  company,  in  this  case,  was  the  Hanford  Nuclear  Defense  plant.  The 
jobs  provided  passports  to  the  "American  Dream"  for  Lutes'  parents  and  grandparents.  The 
tacit  acceptance  of  the  plant's  devastating  product  made  them  unwitting  participants  in  the 
event  which  ended  World  War  11.  The  knowledge  of  this  event  exposed  his  world  as  an 
"imperfect"  place.  Here  was  the  quiet  complicity  pervasive  in  our  world  which  is  fouling  itself 
with  it's  own  production.  Lutes  would  take  this  psychological  "baggage"  with  him  when  he 
left  the  Northwest. 

When  Lutes  moved  to  Chicago  he  discovered  an  accepting  and  incubative  environment 
created  by  a  long  tradition  of  internalized  painting  represented  by  such  artists  as  Julia  Theda, 
Seymour  Rosofsky,  and  Ellen  Lanyon,  as  well  as  Imagist  and  Post-Imagist  painters  such  as 
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Roger  Brown,  Jim  Nutt,  Hollis  Sigler  and  Phyllis  Bramson.  After  struggling  with  influences 
and  ideas  impressed  upon  him  in  undergraduate  school,  he  formed  his  own  visual  voice 
shortly  after  his  arrival  here.  I  never  liked  art  history,  because  it  took  me  so  long  to  work  out 
from  under  its  influences.  Finally  I  just  said  forget  it;  I  was  going  to  paint  things  my  way 
whether  it  was  liked  or  not."  A  1982  painting  entitled  "Jane  Gets  Her  Way"  was  stylistically  a 
I  pivotal  work  for  Lutes.  I  found  it  necessary  to  respond  to  internalized  ideas  without  the 
;  influence  of  other  styles.  [I  had]  to  throw  the  baggage  of  art  history  out  the  window." 

I  His  is  an  Ash  Can  school"  approach  to  paint.  Like  the  Ash  Can  school  painters,  George 
Bellows  and  John  Sloan,  part  of  Lutes'  imagery  is  of  the  low-^nd  city  neighborhood  where  he 
chooses  to  live.  In  it  he  stalks  the  mundane  and  occasionally  beautiful  side  of  his  subject.  In 
"Goodbye  Milwaukee  Ave.,"  he  captures  with  a  journalistic  eye  a  romantic  view  of  a  moonlit 
j  night  from  his  Milwaukee  Avenue  studio.  Here  the  light  of  nature  and  the  lights  of  the  shops 
!  balance  and  echo  each  other  in  a  rare  moment  of  harmony. 

Rather  than  the  straight  take,"  Lutes  is  better  known  for  layered  images  colliding  with 
each  other.  Characteristic  are  works  like  "On  a  Roll,"  "Paradise  Without  a  Match,"  "Mondo 
Condo,  and  111  Days"  where  an  eccentric  "surrealist/fantasist"  handling  of  space  welds 
images  from  memory  and  fantasy.  In  these  paintings  we  look  through  the  surface  of  his 
canvas  as  if  it  were  a  grimy  window  pane  with  areas  rubbed  clean.  We  view  images  staged  in 
the  minds  inner  regions  —  floating  beer  bottles,  toilets  flung  open,  wretched  debris  strewn 
i  streets,  ash  trays  piled  with  butts,  fractured  landscapes  populated  by  the  disfigured  —  as  a 
clashing,  kaleidoscopic  structure  which  sprawls  across  the  picture  plane. 

Lutes  paintings  are  the  antithesis  of  the  media  barrage  of  ad  campaigns  chock-full  of 
slick,  sexy  images  and  glossy  promotion  of  the  "high  life."  He  paints  filth  and  pollution  —  the 
by-products  consumption  leaves  behind.  These  are  portrayals  of  the  psychological  and 
physical  toll  of  continually  unmet  expectations,  paintings  which  investigate  his  personal 
inability  to  engender  change  in  his  consuming  habits.  In  turn,  they  expose  the  abuse  and 
moral  disintegration  gnawing  at  humanity's  core  in  this  "imperfect"  place. 

Simultaneously  his  choice  of  color,  tonality,  and  love  of  paint  alchemically  imbue  his 
paintings  with  a  richness  that  borders  on  the  beautiful —  sirnilar  to  the  way  an  Ivan  Albright 
painting,  with  all  its  distorted  funerary  subjects,  invites  as  it  repulses.  Most  importantly,  his 
work  is  not  solely  a  forum  for  self-centered  introspection,  personal  confession,  or  indictment. 
By  presenting  a  nearly  unedited  self-exposure  in  paint,  he  creates  highly  communicative 
paintings  which  comment  on  our  society  and  ourselves.  He  expresses  a  broad  range  of  human 
experience,  from  the  tragic  image  of  ruin  and  despair  in  "Paradise  Without  a  Match,"  to  the 
nostalgic  whimsy  of  "Lost  Pontiac." 

Finally,  there  is  the  element  of  humor  threading  through  all  of  Lutes'  work.  It  is 
sometimes  a  subtle  playfulness  while  at  other  times  black  and  satirical.  Whether  a  humorous 
play  on  words  in  titles  such  as  "Dr.  E.  Victor,"  or  a  humorous  passage  in  paint.  Lutes' 
paintings  are  infused  with  an  ironic  sense  of  humor  which  serves  as  comic  foil  to  their 
psycological  density. 

Scenes  of  the  past  and  present  mingle.  "Re-presented"  memories  form  on  his  canvases  — 
a  boy  in  a  blue  hat  fishing,  the  agricultural  basin  of  his  hometown  landscape,  his  boyhood 
dog,  the  drum  set  from  his  rock  band  days,  a  colloidal  form  (perhaps  a  visual  analog  to  some 
inner  torment  too  raw  to  paint  clearly).  Somewhere  between  representation  and 
nonrepresentation,  his  paintings  narrate  a  life  in  our  times.  We  peer  at  his  struggles  like 
voyeurs  at  a  two-way  mirror,  only  to  be  confronted  with  the  reflection  of  our  own  inability 
to  make  an  impact  on  the  world,  our  own  concessions,  complicities,  and  lack  of  will.  What  is 
to  be  gained  from  viewing  a  Jim  Lutes  painting?  That  is  for  each  individual  to  decide.  It  is  a 
decision  contingent  on  our  own  psychological  "baggage";  our  own  sense  of  human  compas¬ 
sion;  our  own  personal  understanding  of  ourselves  and  our  experiences  in  the  world;  and  — 
perhaps  in  the  end  —  our  sense  of  humor. 

Robert  Sill 

Assistant  Curator  for  Fine  Art 
Illinois  State  Museum,  Springfield 
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oil  on  canvas 
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oil  on  canvas 
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oil  on  canvas 
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